Antigen presentation and transfer between B cells and macrophages.
B cells play an active role in directing immunity against specific proteins in part because of their capacity to sequester antigen via B cell receptor (BCR). Our prior findings indicate that B cells can initiate an immune response in vivo to self proteins independent of other antigen-presenting cells (APC). However, these studies also demonstrated that both dendritic cells and macrophages are important in the ongoing immune response. The present work illustrates a mechanism by which antigen acquired by B cells through BCR is specifically transferred to other APC, in particular, macrophages. The transfer of antigen is dependent on the specificity of BCR and requires direct contact between the cells, but does not require MHC compatibility between the cells and is independent of the activation state of macrophages. Antigen transfer is functional, in that macrophages, which received B cell derived-antigen, can activate CD4 T cells. Overall, these results define a novel mechanism by which B cells can focus immunity toward a specific antigen and transfer the ability to activate CD4 T cells to other APC.